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PUBLISHER'S NOTE 


“Es ist Verwunderns werth, dass ihnen auch die Frauen dasjenige getrauen zu 
schreiben, mit Bedacht, was der Gelehrten Schaar / so viel zu thun 
gemacht.”—“It is worthy of astonishment that even women venture to write 
down carefully what has cost the swarm of scholars such a lot of effort." The 
poem that opened the original edition of Maria Sibylla Merian's first opus in no 
way overstates the case. Merian combined the industry, scientific 
inquisitiveness, venturesome drive and artistic gifts that are perhaps the salient 
characteristics (if we omit acquisitiveness) of the Northern European spirit in the 
seventeenth century The general astonishment that these should have been 
combined in a woman, in an era when women aspired to prominence in hardly 
any field, can readily be imagined. 


She was born in Frankfurt in 1647 to the eminent Swiss artist Mattháus 
Merian. Her father died three years later, but her mother was soon remarried, to 
the Dutch painter Jacob Marrel. The latter encouraged Maria in her painting and 
engraving and saw to her artistic education. 


From early on she pursued another interest, that of rearing silkworms and 
other caterpillars in her garden and observing their metamorphosis through the 
chrysalis stage into moths and butterflies. Johannes Goedaert's Metamorphosis 
naturalis (ca. 1665) provided an inspiration and partial model for the major 
artistic and scientific work she soon began to undertake. But from the start 
Merian's drawings were distinctive; the insects are shown on host plants that 
formed part of their natural habitat and diet—in fact, several stages of the 
insect’s life usually appear as though simultaneously—in a style strongly 
influenced by the superb Dutch still lifes that so often incorporated flowers, 
foliage and insects. 


In 1679 she published (under her married name, Maria Sibylla Gräffinn) a 
first collection of fifty engravings with extensive commentary, in small-quarto 
format; its long title began, Der Raupen wunderbare Verwandelung, und 
sonderbare Blumen-nahrung ... [The Wonderful Transformation and Peculiar 
Plant Nourishment of Caterpillars]. The volume is launched with a “Caterpillar 


Hymn” by the poetaster C. Arnold, reflecting the pious spirit in which her 
project was undertaken: *Liebster GOTT, so wirst Du handlen / auch mit uns, zu 
seiner Zeit; wie die Raupen sich verwandlen, die, durch ihre Sterblichkeit, 
wiederum lebendig werden, gleich den Todten, in der Erden: / Lass mich armes 
Würmelein / Dir alsdann befohlen sein!”—“Dearest GOD, thus will You deal 
also with us in due time; as the caterpillars are transformed, they who through 
their mortality become enlivened anew, like the dead in the ground: Let me, poor 
little worm, at that time be commended to You!" The symbolism of the 
caterpillar’s metamorphosis—from earthbound creature to lifeless corpse to 
winged spirit—had long since been adopted into Christian art and literature. For 
the devout Maria Merian (an adherent of Protestant Pietism from birth who 
would later spend six years in an ascetic religious community), such thoughts 
would have fostered and permeated her entomological investigations. 


In 1683 there followed a second volume of fifty well-annotated engravings. 
And in 1717, the year of her death, the long-delayed third volume appeared, 
once again comprising fifty plates. (In the Dover edition, the 1679 plates can be 
found on pages 1—50, the 1683 plates on pages 51—100 and the 1717 plates on 
pages 101-150.) In 1718 the Latin version, Erucarum Ortus, Alimentum et 
Paradoxa Metamorphosis, was published, and in 1730 a French translation (with 
eighteen more plates), Histoire des Insectes de l'Europe, and a complete Dutch 
edition, De Europische Insecten. 


It was the most ambitious treatment of its subject that had ever been 
attempted. Like all pioneering works, it was naturally not infallible. Unaware of 
insect parasitism, Merian sometimes showed an anomalous little bug emerging 
from a chrysalis constructed and originally inhabited by another species, and 
assumed it to be the rightful product. And some of her depictions of the smaller 
insects contained insufficient detail for later entomologists to identify them. (She 
declined to give names to her insects, but identified the plants in accordance with 
contemporary terminology) Nevertheless, both the authority and the decorative 
charm of the book became so well recognized that new editions continued to 
appear for decades after its debut. 


Fine as Erucarum Ortus was, it was not to be her masterpiece. In 1699, at the 
advanced age of 52, she embarked with her daughter for Dutch Surinam, whose 
rigors she braved for two years in order to record its teeming biological riches. 
The result, her magnificent Metamorphosis Insectorum Surinamensium with its 
sixty colored plates, won her a large reputation on its publication in 1705. 

That reputation has always been greater in Europe than in America. Among 
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unose Inspired py the woman апа ner work was tne great explorer апа scienust 
Alexander von Humboldt. Carolus Linnaeus, in his seminal classification of 
species, cited her work over a hundred times. Goethe himself was to sing her 
praises. Bursting with organic vigor, the engravings in this volume, so central to 
her historical significance, provide ample testimony to her graphic 
accomplishment and beguiling appeal. 


Note: In this volume the frontispiece to Erucarum Ortus (not by Merian) 
appears on the facing page, followed by the wreaths that Merian designed to 
enclose the short titles of the three successive volumes. 
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